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The mountain plover (Charadrius montanus) is a small bird (17.5
cm, 7 in.) about the size of a killdeer (C. vociferus). It is light

brown above with a lighter colored breast, but lacks the

contrasting dark breast-belt common to many other plovers.

During the breeding season it has a white forehead and a dark

line between the beak and eye, which contrasts with the dark crown.

Mountain plover breeding habitat includes short-grass prairie and shrub-steppe
landscapes; dryland, cultivated farms; and prairie dog towns. Plovers usually nest on
sites where vegetation is sparse or absent, conditions that can be created by
herbivores, including domestic livestock and prairie dogs. Vegetation in shortgrass
prairie sites is typically less than 4 inches tall. Nest sites within the shrub-steppe
landscape are also confined to areas of little to no vegetation, although surrounded by
areas visually dominated by shrubs. Commonly, nest sites within shrub-steppe areas
are on active prairie dog towns. Nests are commonly located near a manure pile or
rock. In addition to disturbance by prairie dogs or livestock, nests have also been found
on bare ground created by oil and gas development activities, and on dryland, cultivated
agriculture in the southern part of their breeding range. Mountain plovers are rarely
found near water. Positive indicators for mountain plovers therefore include level terrain,
prairie dogs, bare ground, Opuntia pads, cattle, widely spaced plants, and horned larks.
It would be unusual to find mountain plovers on sites characterized by irregular or rolling
terrain, dense, matted vegetation, grass taller than 4 inches, wet soils, or the presence
of killdeer.

In Montana, the mountain plover historically ranged over the eastern two thirds of the
state, as far west as Jefferson, Madison and Teton Counties and as far north as Toole
County. Mountain plovers in Montana are strongly associated with active black-tailed
prairie dog towns that have flat and unbroken terrain (Blaine and Phillips Counties).
They do not nest on cultivated fields in Montana. Other habitats that support nesting
mountain plovers in Montana that currently are not associated with prairie dogs are flat
barren areas that are underlain with bentonite (Valley and Carbon Counties), gravel
benches, ridges, and alluvial fans that are heavily grazed (Golden Valley, Musselshell,
Meaghan, Judith Basin, Fergus, Wheatland, Yellowstone, Rosebud, Big Horn, Carter,
and Treasure Counties).

Service biologists and Dr. Fritz Knopf, USGS-BRD developed these guidelines. Keep in
mind these are guidelines - please call the, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Ecological
Services, Billings Sub Office, 406-247-7366, if you have any suggestions.



GENERAL GUIDELINES FOR SURVEYS

On February 16, 1999, the Service proposed the mountain plover for federal listing as
threatened. Because listing of this species is proposed, the Service may recommend
surveys for mountain plovers to better define nesting areas, and minimize potential
negative impacts. The Service may recommend surveys for mountain plovers in all
suitable habitat, as well as avoidance of nesting areas, to minimize impact to plovers in
a site planned for development. While the Service believes that plover surveys,
avoidance of nesting and brood rearing areas, and timing restrictions (avoidance of
important areas during nesting) will lessen the chance of direct impacts to and mortality
of individual mountain plovers in the area, these restrictions do nothing to mitigate
indirect effects, including changes in habitat suitability and habitat loss. Surveys are,
however, a necessary starting point. The Service has developed the following 3 survey
guidelines, depending on whether the intent is to determine the presence or absence of
plovers at a site during the nesting season for permanent and short-term projects, or to
determine the density of nesting plovers at known nesting sites.

Survey Protocol

Surveys for mountain plovers are conducted during the period where the highest
numbers of plovers are likely to be tending nests and territories, and therefore are most
likely to be detected. Throughout their range, these dates are generally from May 01
through June 15. However, seasonal restrictions for ground disturbing activities in
suitable mountain plover nesting habitats are usually longer than the survey dates. The
longer seasonal restrictions allow for protection of early nesting birds, and very young
chicks which tend to sit still to avoid detection during the first week post-hatch. Since
specific nesting dates across the breeding range of the plover vary according to latitude
and local weather, the project proponent or the land management agency should
contact the local U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Office to determine what seasonal
restrictions apply for specific projects.

Two types of surveys may be conducted: 1) surveys to determine the
presence/absence of breeding plovers (i.e., displaying males and foraging adults), or

2) surveys to determine nest density. The survey type chosen for a project and the
extent of the survey area (i.e., beyond the edge of the construction or operational ROW)
will depend on the type of project activity being analyzed (e.g., construction, operation)
and the users intent. One methodology outlines a breeding survey that was used in
northeastern Colorado to establish the density of occupied territories, based on
displaying male plovers or foraging adults. The other was developed to only determine
whether plovers occupy an area.

Techniques Common to Each Survey Method

Conduct surveys during early courtship and territorial establishment. Throughout the
breeding range, this period extends from approximately mid-April through early July.



However, the specific breeding period, and therefore peak survey days, depends on
latitude, elevation, and weather.

Conduct surveys between local sunrise and 1000 and from 1730 to sunset (periods of
horizontal light to facilitate spotting the white breast of the adult plovers).

Drive transects within the project area to minimize early flushing. Flushing distances for
mountain plovers may be within 3 meters for vehicles, but plovers often flush at 50 to
100 meters when approached by humans on foot.

Use of a 4-wheel drive vehicle is preferable where allowed. Use of ATVs has proven
highly successful in observing and recording displaying males. Always seek guidance
from land management agencies regarding use of vehicles on public lands, and always
obtain permission of private landowners before entering their lands.

Stay in or close to the vehicle when scanning. Use binoculars to scan and spotting
scopes to confirm sightings. Do not use scopes to scan.

Do not conduct surveys in poor weather (i.e., high wind, precipitation, etc.).

Surveys conducted during the courtship period should focus on identifying displaying or
calling males, which would signify breeding territories.

For all breeding birds observed, conduct additional surveys immediately prior to
construction activities to search for active nest sites.

If an active nest is located, an appropriate buffer area should be established to prevent
direct loss of the nest or indirect impacts from human-related disturbance. The
appropriate buffer distance will vary, depending on topography, type of activity
proposed, and duration of disturbance. For disturbances including pedestrian foot traffic
and continual equipment operations, a 2-mile buffer is recommended.

SURVEY TO DETERMINE PRESENCE/ABSENCE

Large scale/long term projects

Conduct the survey between May 1 and June 15, throughout the breeding range.

Visual observation of the area should be made within 1/4 mile of the proposed action to
detect the presence of plovers. All plovers located should be observed long enough to
determine if a nest is present. These observations should be made from within a
stationary vehicle, as plovers do not appear to be wary of vehicles. Because this survey
is to determine presence/absence only, and not calculate statistical confidence, there is
no recommended distance interval for stopping the vehicle to scan for birds. Obviously
numerous stops will be required to conduct a thorough survey, but number of stops
should be determined on a project and site-specific basis.



If no visual observations are made from vehicles, the area should be surveyed on ATVs.
Extreme care should be exercised in locating plovers due to their highly secretive and
quiet nature. Surveys by foot are not recommended because plovers tend to flush at
greater distances when approached using this method. Finding nests during foot
surveys is more difficult because of the greater flushing distance.

A site must be surveyed 3 times during the survey window, with each survey separated
by at least 14 days. The need for 3 surveys is to capture the entire nesting period, with
the intent of reducing the risk of concluding the site is not nesting habitat by an absence
of nesting birds during a single survey.

Initiation of the project should occur as near to completion of the survey as possible.
For example, seismic exploration should begin within 2 days of survey completion. A
14-day period may be appropriate for other projects.

If an active nest is found in the survey area, the planned activity should be delayed 37
days, or seven days post-hatching. If a brood of flightless chicks is observed, activities
should be delayed at least seven days.

Short-term, linear projects

The Service recognizes that many projects have minimal, if any impact on mountain
plover nesting habitat, and that these projects may only be present in suitable habitat for
a day or less. In order to address concerns from project proponents about delays
associated with mountain plover surveys for these projects, the Service has developed
the following guidelines. However, the Service encourages the project proponent to
plan these projects so that all work occurs outside the plover-nesting season.

Short-term linear projects are defined as projects, which move through an area within
the course of a day and result in no permanent habitat alteration (e.g.,
vegetative/topographic changes), and no permanent project-related above ground
features. Short-term, linear projects may include activities such as pipelines, fiber optic
cables, and seismic exploration. For these projects, all ROW surveying/staking
activities should be completed before April 1 to avoid discouraging plovers from nesting
in suitable habitat. If ROW surveying cannot be completed before April 1, surveyors will
need to coordinate with the lead Federal agency before entering these areas, and a
plover survey may be required prior to ROW demarcation. For these projects, the
presence/absence guidelines above should adhere to the dates below.

1. April 10 through July 10 - a plover survey will need to be completed 1- 3 days
prior to any construction activity, including initial brush clearing, to avoid direct take of
mountain plovers. The survey should include the route and a "4-mile buffer on either of
the project corridor. If there is a break in construction activity in these areas of more
than 3 days (e.g., between pipe stringing, trenching, or welding), an additional plover
survey is necessary before construction activity can resume after that break in activity.



Generally, mountain plovers are either establishing territories and nests in April, and
from late June to early July young chicks commonly freeze in place to avoid detection,
increasing their vulnerability to direct take. After July 10, most mountain plover chicks
are sufficiently mobile to reduce the risk of direct take.

2. If an active nest is found in the survey area, the planned activity should be
delayed 37 days, or seven days post-hatching. If a brood of flightless chicks is
observed, activities should be delayed at least seven days.

SURVEY TO DETERMINE DENSITY OF NESTING MOUNTAIN PLOVERS

We are assuming people will have received training on point counts in general before
using this specialized point count technique adapted to mountain plovers.

Establishing Transects
Identify appropriate habitat and habitat of interest within geographic areas of interest.

Upon arriving in appropriate habitat, drive to a previously determined random starting
point.

For subsequent points, drive a previously determined random distance of 0.3, 0.4 or 0.5
miles.

Each transect of point counts should contain a minimum of 20 points.
Conducting The Point Counts

1. Conduct counts between last week in June to July 4™ at elevations equivalent to the
eastern plains of Colorado (i.e., about 5,000 feet). Timing of counts at other elevations
should be coordinated with the local FWS office.

2. Only 1 counter is used. Do not use a counter and recorder or other combinations of
field help. Drivers are okay as long as they don't help spot plovers.

3. If an adult mountain plover is observed, plot occupied territories on a minimum of
1:24,000 scale map and on a ROW diagram or site grid (see attached). The ROW
diagram will be at a greater level of detail, depicting the location of breeding birds (and
possible nest sites) relative to ROW centerline, construction boundary, and applicable
access roads.

4. Estimate or measure distances (in meters) to all mountain plovers. Method used
should be noted, e.g., estimates w/distance training, estimates w/o distance training,
rangefinder or measured with tape measure, etc.

5. Record "fly-overs" as "FO" in the distance column of the data sheet.



6. If you disturb a mountain plover while approaching the point, estimate the distance
from point-center to the spot from which the bird was flushed.

7. Conduct counts for 5 minutes with a 3-minute sub sample to standardize with BBS.
8. Stay close to your vehicle while scanning.
Recording Data

Record the following information AT EVERY POINT, EVERY DAY.

Start time

Unique point code (don't duplicate within a field crew or across dates)

Number of mountain plovers and distance to each

Land use and/or habitat type (e.g., fallow wheat, plowed, shortgrass)
Temperature, Beaufort wind, and sky conditions (clear, partly cloudy, overcast)
information on the data sheet somewhere.

Your name and address

Date

Record for each point at some point during the census.

Detailed location description of each point count including road number, distance to
important intersections.

Record transects and point locations on USGS county maps.

Universal Transverse Mercator from maps or GPS are useful.

GENERAL HABITAT INDICATORS

Positive habitat images

Stock tank (non-leaking, leaking tanks often attract killdeer)

Flat (level or Atilted@) terrain

Burned field/prairie/pasture

Bare ground (minimum of 30 percent) usually a gravely Apavement@
ASpaced@ grass plants

Prairie dog colonies

Horned larks

Cattle

Heavily grazed pastures

Opuntia pads visible

Negative habitat images
Killdeer present (indicating less than optimal habitat)

Hillsides or steep slope
Prominent, obvious low ridge



Leaky stock tanks

Vegetation greater than 4 inches in height in short-grass prairie habitat
Increasing presence of tall shrubs

Matted grass (i.e., minimal bare ground)

Lark buntings



